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My lovely Lisa, the delightful Esme and my incredibly supportive family.


Thank you.









Prologue


The magpie perched on the window ledge and peered through the glass, as if binge-watching its favourite television programme. The bird had abandoned its constant search for beetles, flies, caterpillars, spiders and worms (imagine that lot in a pie . . .). Right now, it just wanted to observe the boy.


The magpie had no idea why it wanted to watch the boy; it only knew that it was very, very important that it did. And so the busy-body bird stayed there on the sill, all the while keeping its shining dark eyes on him.
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It was Tunde’s twelfth birthday. He was having a party – a modest celebration with a few friends. He was looking forward to it and had no idea, not the slightest clue or faintest inkling, that it would end with a massive, knock-’em-down, fingers-up-the-nostrils, hair-pulling, nose-squishing BRAWL.


A few things to know about Tunde before we get going: Tunde was adopted.


He had no idea who his birth parents were or why they’d given him up. And he didn’t much care either.


Well . . . that’s what Tunde told his friends anyway. The truth about how he really felt about being adopted was BENDIER and twistier than a rubber band in a microwave.


Tunde’s adopted mum and dad were called Ron and Ruth Wilkinson, and Tunde was very happy with them. They were cool.


For a start – they looked like him. They were dark skinned, Caribbean, but British born. They were hard-working, intelligent and loved him through and through. Tunde’s mum, Ruth, was tall, had an epic Afro hairdo that she pulled back into a humongous bun (so big it could be seen from the moon, his dad would say) and gorgeous dark skin. She worked at a laboratory called The Facility, where she spent days staring at multiple screens, trying to get her computers to talk to each other. That was how she explained her job to Tunde, at least.


Ron Wilkinson was shorter than his wife. He had black curly hair, most of it on his head, but some SPROUTED from his ears and the neck of his shirt. He often joked about being part sheepdog. Ron also worked at The Facility, which is where he and Ruth had met. Ron’s job involved taking fruit and veg and nuts and berries and seeds and, through scientific means, trying to make them bigger, stronger, more nutritious and tastier.


He enjoyed his work and often brought super-sized samples home with him. A marrow he’d winched through the window, the enormous blueberry that had to stay in the garden, the talking Atlantic salmon that lived in the bath for a while.


Tunde had never been inside The Facility but he had walked past it loads. It was famous in the neighbourhood. All the laboratories and testing grounds were surrounded by walls, fences and barbed wire, just like Scrooge McDuck’s wallet.


Tunde got picked on a lot – at school, on the bus, even playing in the park – mostly because of the colour of his skin, so his mum and dad made sure to teach him about some of the great and successful people – inventors, explorers, athletes, doctors, nurses, scientists, and musicians – who looked exactly like him.


If anyone called him a horrible name at school, they told Tunde to think of:




	Benjamin Banneker, an inventor who’d made a clock that kept perfect time for forty years.


	Muhammad Ali, who’d won the boxing heavyweight world championship three times in a row.


	Dr Martin Luther King, Jr., who’d marched and braved high-powered water hoses and vicious dogs in order to gain freedom for people who looked like Tunde.


	And . . . Garrett Morgan, the bloke who invented the traffic light.





Tunde remembered them all, but he still found it difficult not to cry when he was picked on by name-calling hooligans with fewer brain cells than a potato.


Knowing the name and achievements of a boxer doesn’t mean you can beat the biggest bully in your year in a fight (at Tunde’s school this was Quinn Patterson). It just means you’ve got a good memory.


Whenever Tunde tried to explain this to his dad, Ron would say, ‘Son, there’s a time when you have to stand up for what’s right. Sometimes the only way to deal with a bully is to bonk ’em once, hard on the beezer. That’ll teach ’em a lesson.’


Then he’d cackle like a mad wizard, point to his nose, SQUIDGE it and go, ‘HONK HONK!’


Tunde didn’t want to bonk anybody on the beezer, partly because he wasn’t that keen on violence and partly because he didn’t want to get into trouble. Still, he appreciated the advice.


Sometimes his dad would try and cheer him up with a terrible joke. For instance, if Tunde felt sad, Ron would scratch his head, hitch up his pants and say:




Knock, knock.


Who’s there?


Candice.


Candice who?


Candice door open soon, I’m dyin’ for a wee!





There were more where that came from; some of Ron’s other favourite jokes included:




Why did the apple turnover?


Because he couldn’t get to sleep.





Or:




What did the mummy tomato say to the baby tomato that was lagging behind?


Ketchup!





Tunde never found them quite as funny as his dad did, but seeing him roar with laughter at his own jokes made Tunde happy.


The truth was, Tunde got on well with his mum and dad. His life, aside from Quinn Patterson and his gang of smelly yobboes, was good.


Even so, sometimes those TWISTY, melty, rubber-band-in-a-microwave feelings about being adopted would niggle away at him and he’d have to push them down inside. Anyway, back to Tunde’s twelfth birthday, and the party that would end in a massive brawl that would make even Muhammad Ali proud.


Party day began bright and sunny. Tunde’s mum had gone to LOADS of effort – frying, baking, steaming, slicing, dicing. As usual, there was WAY TOO MUCH food and, knowing Tunde’s mum’s cooking, quite a bit of it would be inedible.


Tunde had invited his best friends from school: Kylie Collins, Jiah Patel and Nev Carter. Just three guests. They could all fit into a shoebox if pushed.


Kylie Collins rocked a wheelchair, had perfect aim with a bow and arrow, and her mum was a relationship counsellor. Kylie often repeated things she’d heard her mum say at work, such as: ‘Don’t just say how you feel: show it!’


And:


‘The height of madness is doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different result.’


And, best of all:


‘If you’re going to fight, fight productively!’


Jiah Patel, who was very practical, thought this last one was particularly high-larious. ‘Brilliant, so if I’m being pummelled by maniac zombies, I should build a Lego model of Disney World? Productivity in action!’


Jiah was a mathlete. She didn’t care what anyone thought about her . . . apart from her parents, that is. As far as they were concerned, school was one big, bloodthirsty, no-holds-barred competition and if you weren’t in it, no way could you win it.


Jiah wore glasses, had read every comic book ever, sometimes went on a bit, and was the kindest person they knew. Even so, Kylie and Tunde were no longer shy about telling her to put a sock in it.


Then, there was the GUEST OF HONOUR, the Coolest Guy in the School (perhaps the entire universe!) in Tunde’s eyes: Nev Carter!


Nev was fit as a flea; the kind of flea that works out three times a day and does yoga at the weekend. They hadn’t been friends that long, but they’d hit it off big-time. Tunde had been praying feverishly that Nev would attend the party. He didn’t want to be the only boy there. That would be MAJOR LEAGUE AWKWARD. Tunde would then be crowned the King of Awk-land. He shuddered at the thought.


Tunde helped his parents set out the various party foods on a trestle table by the kitchen door, then excitedly waited for the guests to arrive.


Kylie got there first. Her taxi screeched to a halt by the front gate and, once she’d told the driver off for speeding, she zipped into the garden.


‘Whoa! Tunde, your garden’s giNORmous! You could land two 747s sideways in that allotment, I’m not even jokin’!’ She wasn’t wrong. The Wilkinsons had a vast lawn, an orchard of fruit trees, and a picture-perfect allotment. The garden, with its clever and precise landscaping, was entirely down to Tunde’s dad’s new-found obsession with gardening.


It had all started when he’d been passed over for promotion yet again. The powers that be just didn’t think super-sized, super-tasty fruit and veg were that important.


Ron told everyone that he didn’t mind being overlooked yet again, even though his face told a different story – but shortly afterwards, he started doing a lot of gardening.


In the last year, Ron had spent nearly all his spare time mowing, trimming, cutting and strimming, clipping, pruning, planting, fine-tuning, raking, hoeing, composting and sowing.


The garden used to be completely wild, so bad Amazon explorers would have given up at the front gate. Tunde had overheard his mum a gazillion times saying things like:


‘Well, I’d like to go out and hang the washing, but I’d need a map and a massive machete to get there.’ Or she might say:


‘Ron, I’m heading to bed – and, just for a change, I won’t use the stairs. I’ll use the fifty foot of ivy that’s growing through the cracks in our walls . . .’


So, when Ron started organizing the garden in an obsessive way, Ruth was thrilled. At first. However, after a while, this mania had become . . . a bit much. Both Tunde and his mum hoped Dad would finally get a promotion at The Facility. Then maybe he would stop trimming the hedge with nail scissors.


Now, as Kylie whizzed up and down the garden’s various, neatly mapped pathways exclaiming, ‘Dude, did your dad do all this with a big ruler?’ Nev and Jiah arrived, bearing gifts.


Although this was his twelfth birthday, an age when a lot of kids turn their backs on childish things like Father Christmas, the Easter Bunny and things like that, Tunde loved getting presents! He tore the Sellotape off with his teeth, just to get a look at his swag.


Nev had bought him a Manchester City sweatshirt. Tunde blinked rapidly, several times, as he stared at it. He supported Liverpool FC – surely Nev knew that? They’d talked a huge amount about football. He blinked several more times, unsure of what to say. If he was Superman, this shirt would be Kryptonite. He was speechless and just stood there, stunned.


Nev laughed out loud. ‘Mate, I know you’re Liverpool, but I thought I’d buy you this. So you know what real class looks like!’


He tried to wrestle the top over Tunde’s head. ‘Noooooooooo!’ Tunde yelled and ducked and DODGED to get free from the clearly contagious shirt.


Nev laughed. ‘Are you running away from me now? Well, you won’t be wanting this then!’


And from behind his back, he produced a humongous Chocolate Orange. Tunde was impressed – he loved Chocolate Oranges and this one was bigger than his entire head. Of course Nev would bring the coolest presents. He couldn’t stop smiling.


‘Open mine next,’ said Jiah, proudly plonking a package on the trestle table. Tunde squeezed it a couple of times to see if he could guess what was inside – it felt soft. In the end, intrigued, he ripped the package open to reveal several pairs of multicoloured socks. Boring! He tried to fake a smile, though could only manage a four out of ten, tops, and said:


‘Thanks, Jiah! Socks! They’re great!’


Jiah rolled her eyes. ‘You need to look!’


Tunde did, and saw that the socks were carefully embroidered with . . . arithmetic problems. The label on the footwear said MATHSOX.


Tunde suppressed a scream of alarm. Why would anyone think this was a good idea? He imagined himself, last thing at night, taking his shoes off to reveal his feet covered in complex maths problems. He shook his head to lose the image. Maybe he’d hide them under the mattress until . . . the end of time.


‘Thanks, I love them,’ he said, hiding his insincerity as best he could.


Jiah beamed.


‘I knew you would,’ she said modestly.


Inside, he breathed a sigh of relief – he should get, at least, an Oscar, a BAFTA or another giant Chocolate Orange for that performance. Mathsox? YIKES.


Finally, Kylie handed him an envelope which, once opened, revealed a £20 music voucher.


‘Thanks, Kylie,’ Tunde said. ‘This is genuinely useful.’ He loved listening to music. Nev was teaching him all about Grime, Drill, House, Hip-hop, Hip House, Trap-House – basically anything that would confuse the heck out of his mum and dad.


Tunde looked around at his small group of friends; his heart was full. They were awesome. It had taken ages for them to find each other.


Before these guys he had made a big effort to make friends at school – but had failed miserably. He just didn’t seem to fit in anywhere.


His beaky nose made him stick out from the other kids of colour, and his jet-black skin and curly hair meant that a lot of the white kids (and there were mostly white kids at his school) didn’t want anything to do with him. He felt like a stone in somebody’s shoe. Unwanted, annoying, and difficult to deal with.


But then, a year ago, Tunde had found his tribe. He and Kylie had both started laughing at their form teacher’s hairy nostrils one morning (one hair stuck out at least two feet! If he sneezed Kylie imagined it cracking like a whip!) and they had both been told off. Every time they had looked at each other that morning, they had burst out laughing again.


At break, Kylie had introduced Tunde to Jiah (who immediately handed him two comic books, told him three jokes and informed him that he’d got four of the last maths homework questions wrong) and from that moment on, they’d had each other’s backs, whilst everyone else threw mud, paint, or the contents of their lunch boxes at them.


Let’s face it – school is hell if you’re any kind of nerd; and if you happen to look like Tunde, it’s probably even worse. You might find yourself practically swarming in enemies or bullies or both.


Speaking of which, we present:


EXHIBIT A: Quinn Patterson. One of seven brothers – all with a bad attitude. He was already famous at school for being the kind of kid you wouldn’t want to meet down a dark alley. In fact, a dark alley had recently written an online article with the heading: ‘Quinn Patterson gives us a bad name’.


Quinn was the self-declared emperor of a rag-tag, nose-picking, flatulent crew consisting of his faithful number two, Sanjay Khan, tough Billy Willis, and the enormous (for his age) Pauly Gore.


This lot were notorious for (a) Not being that bright; and (b) Their fierce loyalty to Quinn. Whatever he asked of them, they would do, whether it was to:




	Jump off a cliff.


	Eat their own bogeys with a knife and fork.


	Roll around in grass without checking for dog poo first.


	Give nerds upside-down swirlies in the toilets.


	Shove chewing gum in some poor girl’s hair.


	Make bubbly, squelchy, fart-type noises in class.





The gang were a total menace. Their only mission in life was to make Quinn laugh so hard he’d squirt lemonade from both nostrils. Double-barrelled Nose-hole Blast! Ugh.


Because Quinn made fun of Tunde all day, every day at school, he was positively, definitely, absolutely with big giant bells on – the last person on Earth that Tunde would invite to his birthday party.


Which is why it was such a surprise when, just as Tunde had finished unwrapping most of his presents, Quinn and his crew arrived by the back gate.


Tunde, Kylie, Jiah and Nev stared in horror as this delegation of dorks pulled up on their battered bikes, like cash-strapped Hell’s Angels who were saving up for real motorbikes soon. After watching them for a while, Tunde made a decision. ‘Let’s just ignore them,’ he whispered. ‘We can’t let them spoil the fun.’


Jiah, however, had to be restrained.


‘I’m going to give them a large piece of my mind,’ she said, adopting a complicated kung-fu stance she’d recently learned from a martial-arts-superhero-time-travel film, even though she knew nothing about martial arts, wasn’t a superhero and had never, as far as they knew, time-travelled.


‘Just chill, fam,’ Nev said. ‘Don’t even look at them, let’s just enjoy ourselves.’


But Quinn could sense the fear in the air. He grinned like an unhinged hyena circling its prey as he wheeled back and forth and forth and back, his wicked smile visible just above the garden wall, his cronies hanging on his every word.


‘Hey,’ said Quinn loudly. ‘What’s the word for a group of nerds? What about “a vomit of nerds?”’


They cracked up. Pauly laughed so hard he fell off his bike, which was too small for him anyway.


Sanjay jumped in with:


‘Nah, nah, nah, it’s a bogey of nerds, innit?’


This got a few laughs, but not as many as Quinn’s attempt. Billy thought with all his might. You could almost hear the machinery in his brain churning, like a rusted steam-engine being coaxed to life.


‘A skidmark of nerds. Like in your pants at bedtime!’ An explosion of snorts and cackles followed this, making Billy momentarily feel like the king of the castle.


Tunde sighed. It was going to be a long afternoon. Tunde’s mum came over. ‘Why don’t your other friends come in, luv?’ she said, catching sight of Quinn’s gang. ‘They can’t just sit around on their bikes outside. Those seats don’t look comfortable and they’ll just get sore bottoms and then you’ll feel guilty.’ Kylie and Jiah laughed.


‘Mrs Wilkinson, these dungheads are most definitely not our friends! In fact, they’re our sworn enemies!’ declared Kylie.


Ruth frowned. ‘Enemies is a strong word, Kylie. Maybe they just want to be included,’ she said. ‘Maybe they secretly want to be friends!’


Tunde was thinking that he’d rather be friends with a Cape buffalo with bad breath, but he kept that to himself and just said:


‘Believe me, they don’t.’


His mum sighed. ‘Oh well. Just keep trying. Now, how about some birthday cake? I think you’re going to love it.’ Tunde wasn’t so sure. His mother’s experimental baking teetered on the boundaries of edible. She wouldn’t make it past the auditions for Bake Off, let alone the first week. He and his dad never knew whether to eat it or drop it from the roof to see if it bounced.


Tunde’s mum dashed back into the house, returning seconds later with Dad in tow, proudly bearing a large, red, gold, green and white cake.


It was book-shaped and Tunde recognized the design immediately. It was based on the book The Real McCoy, and it was about inventors, explorers, politicians, musicians, doctors, athletes, in fact anyone who had made a big difference in people’s lives and looked like Tunde.


Tunde walked over to the cake and looked at all the little figures carved from marzipan:




	There was the le-gend-ary, G-O-A-T gymnast.


	There were the famous women mathematicians who’d helped send rockets into space.


	There was the footballer who helped with the free school meals for kids.





And there was – hang on. What was that extremely handsome dude from that cop show that Mum had a crush on doing there, shaped from marzipan like a Roman statue?


Ron muttered, ‘Why is he on there?’ and Ruth shushed him, saying, ‘Because he’s gorgeous . . . and he looks like Tunde, that’s why.’


There was a small figure at the centre of the cake – a little brown boy with a longish, pointy-ish nose and the words HAPPY BIRTHDAY TO OUR BEAUTIFUL BOY just underneath.


Tunde blushed with embarrassment.


His mum cut a portion of cake. Tunde peered at it and recoiled as he saw nuts, berries, seeds, beetroot, sponge mix, cream, and some type of weird greenish jam.


Tunde looked at his mum. ‘I’m not sure that’s really a cake, Mum,’ he said. ‘It’s raw – it might be alive . . . parts of it are moving. It looks like something’s breathing in there!’


Even Dad laughed at that; Nev, Jiah and Kylie were having to turn away as they were giggling so much.


Ruth glared at Tunde for a moment, placed the mutant cake on the trestle table, and nodded to Ron, who went back inside the house and returned seconds later with a platter of doughnuts, chocolate eclairs and a shop-bought trifle.


Ruth looked a bit sad. ‘I know not everyone likes my baking, but it’s all made with love, Tunde, and that’s what matters the most. Besides, I happen to like raw cake. But you can all eat the boring, ordinary cakes if you want . . .’


‘Well done, Ruth,’ said Ron, patting her on the back, ‘it looks spectacular-licious.’ He smiled. ‘Now, come on, peeps – charge your paper cups with more orange squash and let’s drink a brill-tissimo-tastic toast to our lovely son and your friend – Tunde!’


Ron poured way too much sugar-free squash into plastic cups for everyone and they all sang ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ and ‘Happy Birthday, Dear Tunde’ and then cheered.


And then Ruth announced that she and Ron would disappear for a couple of hours, ‘While you enjoy yourselves. But if we’re all to remain friends – you know the rules.’


Tunde’s mum and dad were keen on rules, so that things didn’t get ‘Out Of Hand’.


The Rules were:




	Clean up after yourselves.


	Be respectful.


	Do not mess with the garden. Repeat: do not mess with the garden.


	If you’re playing music, level six should be more than adequate.





‘Happy birthday, Tunde,’ his mum said. ‘And don’t forget, we haven’t given you your special present yet! We’ll do it when we get back from the shops. You kids have fun.’ She said that bit in a fake American accent that made Ron laugh.


Tunde watched as they got into the car and drove off, waving ’til they were out of sight.


Nev laughed. ‘Mate, I’m not being funny, but your mum should NEVER go on Bake Off. Some of them little figures look well wonky, innit?’


Kylie came to Tunde’s defence. ‘C’mon, you lot, parents are off limits!’


Tunde just laughed, shook his head, looked at all the food and yelled out:


‘All right, shall we get this party started or what?’ They all went WOOHOO! And whilst skilfully avoiding the RADIOACTIVE seeds-nuts-mutant-weirdo cake, began feasting with gusto on tuna, chicken, ham, and egg mayonnaise sandwiches, hummus and pita bread, chicken nuggets, pizza slices, chocolate eclairs and trifle. Kylie was a touch overwhelmed by the amount of food that had been laid on.


‘Tunde! There’s enough food here to feed the entire school AND the cast of The Lion King.’


Tunde nodded. He hadn’t had the heart to tell his parents that only three people were coming. He didn’t want them to think he was a total loser.


They ate until they’d had their fill and said things like, ‘I can’t move. I’ve had fourteen chicken sandwiches, and they’re all stuck here just above my belly button’ and, ‘I could eat pizza slices like this for breakfast, dinner and tea, bruv,’ and, ‘I know this is weird, but you’ve got to try a chocolate eclair with hummus and ham on the pita bread – it’s gonna change your life, trust me!’


Once they’d thoroughly discussed the effect this variety of sweet and savoury foods was having on their insides – they decided to play some party games.


Kylie had made an exhaustive list of all her favourite ones. Meanwhile, Nev had hooked his phone up to the speakers and pumped out his latest playlist. Jiah, with great ceremony, produced a stack of papers from her rucksack and handed them to Tunde with a flourish.


‘It’s a birthday quiz,’ she explained.


Tunde gingerly looked through the document. ‘Jiah, this is thirty pages long.’ He flipped through the pages and added, ‘And I don’t understand any of it!’ Jiah’s quiz contained a series of DEVILISHLY DIFFICULT maths problems, including a dizzying array of graphs, sums and equations, as well as questions about time and space and quantum physics.


Tunde patted Jiah on the shoulder. ‘I’m gonna set fire to this, OK?’


Everybody except Jiah cheered.


‘Maths is fun!’ she said. ‘If you get good enough, you could end up running the country, Mum says.’


Kylie pretended to throw up. Nev wasn’t really listening as he was busy doing a handstand and bouncing a ball off his feet.


Tunde said, ‘Sorry, Jiah. Nobody wants to do maths at a party!’


Jiah shrugged. ‘Your loss! What do you want to do then?’ Nev did a backflip, landed upright again and said, ‘Leave this to me,’ and the games began.


First there was a legendary three-legged-one-leg-and two-wheels race: Tunde and Nev versus Kylie and Jiah. Nev thought it was cheating when Jiah basically got a lift from Kylie and, using the electric assist on her chair, zoomed to the finish line, screaming in victory: ‘We rule! C’mon, best of three!’


Then Jiah, Nev and Tunde attempted to walk on their hands while Kylie commentated as if on TV:


‘Welcome to the inaugural hand sprint at the Wilkinson stadium. Carter, Patel and Wilkinson are neck-and-neck. The crowd are beside themselves with joy as Wilkinson takes the lead! But, my goodness, here comes Carter – it’s as if he’s walking on his feet – gathering momentum! Wait! Wilkinson puts on a spurt of speed and . . . oh my word!’


Which was when Jiah slipped on a rotten apple and freaked out, wailing, ‘It’s dog doo-doo, it’s dog doo-doo! I need hand sanitizer NOW!’


She promptly bumped into Tunde and Nev, who collapsed almost head first into a mini compost heap. Kylie roared with laughter.


‘This is extraordinary! Wilkinson and Carter have just narrowly escaped being plastered in household waste – it’s a POO-TASTROPHE! My goodness!’


And then, just as they were all having loads of fun, everything changed.


They’d managed to forget all about the gang of jealous thugs watching from outside the gate. But suddenly, there they were, clambering over the garden wall, like fun-sized Vikings: Quinn Patterson, Sanjay, Billy and Pauly. Quinn’s face was a lurid portrait of barely suppressed contempt.
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An illustration portrays a three-legged-one-leg and two-wheels-race. Kylie, sitting in a wheelchair, is tied to Jiah. Tunde and Ted are tied together at their legs and are racing beside Jiah and Kylie. A large bungalow is visible in the background.





‘Nice party. How come yer never invited us, Beaky? We not good enough for ya?’


The other boys lumbered up to the trestle table and grabbed handfuls of cake, pocketed sweets and drank squash straight from the jug. Pauly Gore took a mouthful, swirled it round for a moment and then spat back into the jug. ‘For extra flavour!’ he leered, much to his mates’ amusement.


Nev had seen enough ‘Quinn, you ain’t welcome, man. Your name’s not down. Bog off home.’


Quinn’s crew formed a protective wall in front of him as he stepped forward.


‘I can go anywhere I want, Nev. You’re not my dad!’ Tunde instinctively looked around for his parents but, of course, they were nowhere to be seen.


Jiah piped up, bold as brass. ‘No, we’ve all seen your dad at Sports Day, Quinn. You need to tell him that technically, that’s not how you water a rose bush!’


Nev and Kylie laughed, despite their nerves. Jiah folded her arms. Quinn’s jaw clenched. He wasn’t used to nerds standing up to him, however nerdily they did it, and his blood was up. He wanted a fight.


Tunde took a deep breath and then heard himself say, ‘You lot need to leave right now – so get lost!’


His heart froze. He couldn’t believe he’d said that. Why did he say that? Was he . . . getting braver?


Quinn drank and then snorted squash from his flared nostrils and rounded on Tunde, his hideous hyena grin taking pride of place right there smack in the middle of his mush.


‘Who d’ya think you are, Beak-o? The King of England? So what if I didn’t get a silly little card with gold writing on it, inviting me to your silly party? I don’t need your permission to go anywhere!’


‘I invited my mates. Not you,’ Tunde shot back.
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An illustration portrays Pauly Gore drinking squash from a jug. It also portrays Quinn walking with a hideous hyena grin. Balloons and a large bungalow are visible in the background.





Sanjay interrupted, ‘Ha! You call four nerdy losers stuffing boring cake into their boring faces a party? Nice try, Beakzilla!’


Kylie screeched up to them, her face bright red. She brandished her phone. ‘Get out or I’m calling Tunde’s mum and dad.’


Gore giggled, pushed the joystick back on Kylie’s chair, and she reversed towards a nearby, recently trimmed, very bulbous hedge. Nev ran after her, but she’d already stopped her chair before she became further embedded in foliage.


‘That’s ENOUGH!’ yelled Tunde. ‘You’re NOT gonna push us around ANY MORE.’


Quinn gave a nasty leer. ‘That’s where you’re wrong, Beak-o-saurus!’


He clicked his fingers, and Sanjay and Billy ran up to the trestle table and overturned it. Billy tap-danced in the ruins of the cake and smeared it into the grass.


Sanjay upended two spare jugs of squash on to the paved path. Pauly grabbed hold of Nev by the neck and thumped him in the face (Tunde would’ve helped but the blood made him think twice).


Jiah screamed and lashed out at Billy as he egged Pauly on. Kylie was very frustrated by now as she’d almost taken root in the giant hedge.


‘Hang on,’ said Quinn, his eyes alight with curiosity. ‘What’s that?’


Quinn approached what looked like a gift-wrapped bicycle (which is exactly what it was) propped against the side wall of the house. Tunde raced after him, his heart sinking. This was his special present from Mum and Dad.


‘Wait, leave that alone.’ His voice sounded fearful, feeble and weak. Why did this have to happen today?


Quinn Patterson mocked him, tore at the wrapping paper and simpered: ‘Ooh, is this yer big important present? I know: Why don’t I open it for you? I bet it’s rubbish!’


The gang watched in silence as he ripped away at the garish wrapping paper until the bike underneath was revealed. Granted, it was second-hand, but it had been fixed up and was as good as new – with a brand-new seat, tyres, reflectors and an impressive metallic-blue paint job.


Quinn was impressed. ‘Wow. This’s actually awesome, Beak-Bonce . . . better than mine. You know what, lads? I’m having it.’ And he wheeled Tunde’s new bike towards the garden gate.


Now, there are times in life when enough is enough. Some call this moment ‘The Tipping Point’. Some say it’s ‘The Straw That Broke the Camel’s Back’ (Tunde never understood that saying. Whose camel was it? How much straw does it take to break a camel’s back? A ton? A kiloton? A gazilo-ton? He had so many questions.)


This was Tunde’s tipping point. He’d had just about enough of Patterson’s shenanigans. He looked around at his friends. Jiah was trying not to cry. Nev was trying to stop his nose bleeding by tilting his head up. Kylie was yelling that she was calling the police NOW!


Tunde shook with anger. His party had been wrecked, ruined and ransacked. His voice cracked with rage. ‘Put my bike back and get out.’


Quinn just ignored him and carelessly chucked the birthday bike over the garden wall. Tunde’s precious gift clattered against the other bikes and then tumbled, handlebars first, into the road: it looked like an upended stag.


Tunde kicked the base of the ancient apple tree, which stood centurion-like by the garden wall, and let out an IMPASSIONED SCREAM. (Later, Nev, Jiah and Kylie would say this desperate cry was the weirdest sound they’d ever heard coming from a fellow human being.)


Quinn turned, surprised despite himself, and laughed. ‘What you squawking about, yer big baby? It’s only second-hand. Your mum and dad shoulda worked harder an’ got you a new one!’


But Tunde was no longer looking at Quinn. His attention was somewhere else.


A single magpie had landed on a low-hanging branch of the apple tree, cocked its head and locked eyes with Tunde. Tunde stared back, tears coursing down his face. ‘Come on,’ Quinn yelled. ‘Let’s go, this party’s proper rubbish!’ With that, he and his cronies jumped over the wall, laughing.


Dropping on to the other side, Quinn picked up Tunde’s bike and, smirking with glee, shouted, ‘Wave buh-bye to your birthday bike, Beaky!’


But Tunde wasn’t listening – the magpies were multiplying!


There were three magpies now, then twelve, then ninety-six. Suddenly the entire tree sagged under the weight of this rogue mega-gulp of magpies.


There were hundreds of them.


‘I don’t like the look of this,’ said Nev, peering at the birds. ‘Tunde, birds are scary smart, fam. I’m off inside. Let’s leg it, yeah?’


Kylie, Jiah and Nev retreated, wide-eyed and frightened, towards the house. But, somehow, Tunde wasn’t scared. He was emotional, though; very, very emotional.


‘I HATE that lot!’ he screamed.


And, as if on cue, the magpies rose into the air in an eruption of beaks, claws and feathers.


Quinn and his gang were oblivious to this meteoric massing of magpies. The boys ambled away from the house, wheeling their bikes beside them and sniggering at what they’d done.


Pauly bragged. Billy gloated. Sanjay laughed. Meanwhile, Quinn was inspecting Tunde’s two-wheeled birthday present for marks and scratches.


‘This bike ent bad y’know? First day back at school when I ride this in – it’s gonna really get up El-Beako’s stupid nose. D’you see him crying?’


He mimicked Tunde’s distress. ‘That’s myyyyyy bike, nyerr nyerr nyerrrr! You leave my bike alone, bleh bleh bleh! I want my mummy! Honestly? I thought he was gonna do one in his nappy!’


The cronies laughed it up as usual.


But then, one by one, their laughter died as they turned away from him.


Quinn looked at them, puzzled; he was used to his devoted, captive and not very bright audience hanging onto his every word as usual. He noticed they were all looking up, so he did too.
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